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The Cambridge Ritualists
The Cambridge Ritualists (also known as the classical anthropologists and the myth-ritualist school) were a group of classicists working out of Cambridge and Oxford universities. Active at the beginning of the 20th Century, the suggested dates range between 1900 – 1915 and 1890 – 1920, the group – Jane Ellen Harrison, Arthur Bernard Cook, Gilbert Murray, and Francis Macdonald Cornford – theorised that the origins of Greek drama lay in the practice of fertility ritual associated with the death and rebirth of a deity. Termed eniautos-daimones (‘Year-Demons’) by Jane Ellen Harrison, the worship of these type of gods supposedly developed into Greek drama through a pattern of religious evolution from ‘primitiveness’, inspired by the theories of comparative anthropology. Harrison was the primary member of the group, and it is through her efforts that the four came to work together – having read Murray’s A History of Ancient Greek Literature (1897) she wrote him a letter and the two became firm friends. Cook was more peripheral, and some question the extent to which he can truly be considered a member of the group. The group seem to have all come together around 1900 (Ackerman, 1971: 115).
Naming the group ‘the Cambridge Ritualists’ hides the fact that they were also evolutionists. It was the atmosphere of evolutionary thinking and development of evolutionary theories and comparative anthropology that lay the foundations for the developments of the Cambridge Ritualists’ theories. Inspired by the work of Darwin, an evolutionary model of changes in human belief and religious life was established by Edward Burnett Tylor, and reinforced by Sir James George Frazer, who in The Golden Bough (first published in 1890) postulated a process for the development of belief from supposedly simplistic magic, through religion, to scientific ways of interpreting the world. William Robertson Smith first proposed the theory of the primacy of ritual; that is, rituals are the stable core of religious practice, and that belief can and does change, and ritual will be absorbed and adapted to fit new beliefs. (Robertson Smith, 1889: 2). Evolutionary anthropology must be credited for allowing the birth of the comparative study of religions.
Even pre-Darwin, there was a trend towards searching for origins – Nineteenth Century scholars had already undertaken the search for the origins of Greek drama. John William Donaldson had worked towards chasing the rituals that he thought to the catalysts for the development of Greek theatre, but his work was not highly regarded on the account that scholars were not well versed in the rituals and saw no way of plausibly linking these rituals to the high art of Greek drama. Marius Sepet and Sir Edmund Kerchever Chambers had also investigated the origins of drama in ritual but had viewed it as more removed than the Cambridge Ritualists, that drama had broken from its ritual beginnings and that they were really little more than a curious matter of history.
Harrison’s work on the 1890 publication Mythology and Monuments of Ancient Greece cast her in the role of the originator of the group’s ritualist theories; she briefly outlined her hypothesis that the Greek practices and myth we have knowledge of had their origins in ritual. She took this idea further in her Prolegomena to the Study of Ancient Greek Religion (1903) concentrating on the ritual behaviour of the Greeks, which she thought to be a more important window into what the Greeks really believed than what any literary text could offer. Unhappy with the way that she had not distinguished between the beliefs in spirits and the recognisably Olympian deities, Harrison set out to rewrite the book. In rewriting, she encountered the works of Durkheim, who also particularly influenced Cornford.
The theories of Harrison, Murray, and Cornford were more convincingly argued than those of the other contemporaneous ritualists; their confidence in the efforts they had made to solve the problems of the origins of Greek drama, and the new way in which they had approached the problem gave the hypotheses more weight. The ideas were put across in a series of lectures, and four texts: Harrison’s Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion (1912) which contained ‘Excursus on the Ritual Forms Preserved in Greek Drama’ by Murray and a chapter by Cornford on the origins of the Olympic Games; Harrison’s Ancient Art and Ritual (1914), Cornford’s work The Origin of Attic Comedy, and Murray’s Euripides and His Age (1913).
Ritual and religion had long since been recognised to have played a role in the progress of drama, but the study of this had been neglected on the basis that ritual has been, for the most part, viewed as a collection of strange, backward practices. The application of ritual theory to the study of ancient Greece would have had the ability to shock people. The Cambridge Ritualists were potentially upsetting the admiration of the classical world as a place of enlightenment by postulating that the much-lauded works of theatre that had been admired for generations were the product of simplistic ritual practices (Payne, 1978). Although their theories have been rejected by most classicists, it should be remembered that the fusion of classical subject matter and theories of evolutionary anthropology was pioneered by the Cambridge Ritualists. That their supposition of such ideas and proposals of theories that encouraged people to think of the works of the Greeks as having backgrounds that many may have considered savage may account for the rejection of their work and the way in which they have been mostly forgotten. 
The type of work that the Cambridge Ritualists put forward, however, has been adopted by different scholars – classicists are now open to the inclusion of ideas from social studies fields. The myth ritualist group certainly suffered amongst their classicist peers as a result of being the pioneers of such an approach but found their work accepted more by literary theorists.
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